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Abstract: 
 
This policy paper is one of a series of four such papers requested by the EP's 
Committee on Foreign Affairs in connection with the European Neighbourhood 
Policy (ENP). It examines possible institutional arrangements for the European part 
of the ENP, with a specific focus on the idea of a European Economic Area (EEA) 
plus arrangement. 
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EEA PLUS?  
POSSIBLE INSTITUTIONAL ARRANGEMENTS FOR THE EUROPEAN PART OF 

THE EUROPEAN NEIGHBOURHOOD POLICY (ENP)    
 
 

Dr Fraser Cameron∗

 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The agreement by the European Union (EU) to establish a European Neighbourhood Policy 
(ENP) following the historic enlargement of the Union to 25 member states on 1 May 2004 
has prompted calls for a new institutional framework for this Wider Europe. At the same time 
there is concern about the capacity of the EU to ensure adequate governance of its own Union 
let alone take responsibility for a genuine continental system. The public reservations about 
the pace of European integration, as witness the difficulties in securing ratification of the EU 
Constitution, are also an important factor in the political debate. 
 
Yet the Constitution foresees the Union developing ‘special relationships with neighbouring 
states’ with the aim of establishing ‘an area of prosperity and good neighbourliness, founded 
on the values of the Union’. Article 1-56 continues: ‘for this purpose, the Union may 
conclude and implement specific agreements with the countries concerned [which] may 
contain reciprocal rights and obligations as well as the possibility of undertaking activities 
jointly’. These articles are a clear recognition of the EU’s responsibility for the Wider 
Europe. 
 
There have been numerous proposals in the past to create some kind of over-arching 
institutional arrangement ranging from President Francois Mitterrand’s call for a pan-
European conference to models based on existing institutions. Former European Commission 
President, Romano Prodi, floated the concept of a “Ring of Friends” around the EU who 
would be involved in “everything but the institutions.” Previous attempts to limit the 
aspirations of the EU’s neighbours were unsuccessful as nearly all states were determined to 
seek full membership of the Union. But when this option is not feasible in the short to 
medium term, what are the alternatives?  This paper considers the various options and focuses 
in particular on the idea that a European Economic Area (EEA) plus arrangement might 
provide a suitable option for the European countries involved in the ENP. These are Ukraine, 
Belarus, Moldova, Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan.  
 
 
 

                                                 
∗ The author is Director of Studies at the European Policy Centre, Brussels 
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Background to the EEA 
 
The EEA has its origins in the European Free Trade Area (EFTA) that was created in 1960 
involving seven countries then less keen to go down the integrationist path pioneered by the 
original six founding members of the EU. Relations between the EU and EFTA were cordial 
with the focus being on the gradual establishment of a free trade area for industrial products. 
Following the announcement that the EU intended establishing an Internal Market by 1992, 
Jacques Delors, then President of the European Commission, proposed a new and more 
structured form of partnership, which was to become the EEA Agreement.  
 
The EFTA States, at that time: Austria, Finland, Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, Sweden and 
Switzerland, welcomed the idea and formal negotiations with the EU (then European 
Community) began in June 1990. The Agreement for a European Economic Area was signed 
on 2 May 1992 in Oporto and entered into force on 1 January 1994. The objective of the EEA 
Agreement, as laid down in Article 1, is to “promote a continuous and balanced strengthening 
of trade and economic relations between the Contracting Parties… with the view to creating a 
homogenous European Economic Area”. 
 
Switzerland voted against EEA membership in December 1992 and has since maintained and 
developed its relationship with the EU through bilateral agreements.  
 
Following the accession of Finland, Austria and Sweden to the EU in 1995, the EEA was 
composed of just three countries – Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein – who nevertheless 
wished to maintain the arrangements in order to participate in the Internal Market, while not 
assuming the full responsibilities of EU membership.1  
 
 
The EEA in Operation 
 
All new Community legislation in areas covered by the EEA is integrated into the Agreement 
through an EEA Joint Committee decision and subsequently becomes part of the national 
legislation of the EEA States. The Agreement gives them the right to be consulted by the 
Commission during the formulation of Community legislation, but not the right to a voice in 
decision-making, which is reserved exclusively for Member States. Through the double 
impact of the participation in the decision shaping and the high level of integration of 
Community acquis into their national legislation, the EEA States are, of all the countries 
associated with the Union, technically the most closely linked to the EU. Politically, however, 
the fact that EU membership is not on the current agenda for any of the EEA countries 
distinguishes them from other close neighbours, including ENP partners, who have EU 
membership as a declared aim.  
 
 

                                                 
1 The EEA actually comprises all EU member states plus the three mentioned above. For the sake of brevity the term 
EEA states used in this paper refers simply to Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein. 
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The EEA Agreement is concerned principally with the four fundamental freedoms of the 
Internal Market, i.e. freedom of movement of goods (excluding agriculture and fisheries, 
which are included in the Agreement only to a very limited extent), persons, services and 
capital. Horizontal provisions relevant to these four freedoms in the areas of social policy, 
consumer protection, environment, company law and statistics complete the areas that the 
EEA States take over Community legislation. As one of the primary obligations under the 
Agreement is to ensure equal conditions of competition, the substantive competition rules of 
the Agreement correspond to the Community acquis in this area. This covers the rules 
concerning cartels, abuse of dominant positions, merger control, state monopolies and state 
aid.  
 
In addition to the obligation to accept the Community acquis in the fields of the four 
freedoms, the Agreement contains provisions to allow cooperation between the Community 
and the EEA States in a range of Community activities: research and technological 
development, information services, the environment, education, social policy, consumer 
protection, small and medium-sized enterprises, tourism, the audio-visual sector and civil 
protection. Where the EEA States are admitted to participate in these programmes, they 
contribute to the budgets of the programmes in question and participate in the committees that 
manage them, but with no right to vote. The EEA states also make a financial contribution 
towards the reduction of economic and social disparities in the EU. 
 
The EEA Agreement is made up of 129 articles as well as 22 annexes and 49 protocols. The 
annexes refer to the acquis communautaire applicable in the EEA. The protocols include 
provisions on specific areas such as rules on the origin of goods, transition periods for the 
EEA States in certain fields, and simplified customs procedures. 
 
 
The EEA and Enlargement 
 
A major challenge in 2003/2004 was to ensure that the EEA was enlarged at the same time as 
the EU, so as not to disturb the good functioning of the Internal Market. To this end, an EEA 
Enlargement Agreement was negotiated and came into force on 1 May 2004, thus allowing 
for the simultaneous enlargement of the EU and the EEA. Most of the elements of the EEA 
Enlargement Agreement are technical adaptations, but one of the major substantial results of 
the enlargement negotiations was a ten-fold increase in the financial contribution of the EEA 
States, in particular Norway, to social and economic cohesion in the Internal Market (€1,167 
million over five years; €600 million from all three EEA States and €567 million as a bilateral 
Norwegian contribution). Another element of the EEA Enlargement Agreement was that the 
Community would open additional quotas for certain marine and agricultural products from 
the EEA States. 
 
 
What the EEA Does Not Cover 
 
The EEA Agreement does not cover the following EU policy areas: Common Agriculture and 
Fisheries Policies (although the Agreement contains provisions on various aspects of trade in 
agricultural and fish products); a Customs Union; a Common Trade Policy; a Common 
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Foreign and Security Policy; Justice and Home Affairs (even though Iceland and Norway are 
part of the Schengen network) and the Monetary Union (EMU). The EEA States have not 
transferred any legislative competences to the EEA institutions and all decisions on the EEA 
side are therefore taken by unanimity. 
 
 
Institutional Arrangements 
 
The EEA Agreement is implemented through a set of special institutional arrangements. The 
EEA Joint Committee is responsible for the ongoing management of the EEA Agreement. It 
is a forum in which views are exchanged and decisions are taken by consensus to incorporate 
Community legislation in the EEA Agreement. The Joint Committee is made up of 
ambassadors to the EU from the EEA States, representatives of the European Commission 
and EU Member States. The Joint Committee may set up sub-committees, which prepare the 
decisions of the Joint Committee and where discussion of different aspects of the Joint 
Committee’s work can take place. There are currently five such sub-committees. 
 
The EEA Council, composed of the foreign ministers of the EU and EEA States, provides 
political impetus for the development of the Agreement and guidelines for the Joint 
Committee. It meets twice a year, usually briefly and on the margins of an EU Foreign 
Affairs Council, and it is chaired for six months on a rotating basis. 
 
The EEA Joint Parliamentary Committee comprises members of the national parliaments 
of the EEA States and Members of the European Parliament (MEPs). The Committee is 
supposed to contribute, through dialogue and debate, to a better understanding between the 
Community and the EEA States of the fields covered by the Agreement. 
 
The EEA Consultative Committee comprises members of the EEA Consultative Committee 
and the Economic and Social Committee of the EU. The Committee works to strengthen 
contacts between the social partners on both sides and to cooperate in an organised and 
regular manner to enhance awareness and provide input on the economic and social aspects of 
the EEA. 
 
The Standing Committee of the EEA States serves as a forum in which the EEA States 
consult one another and arrive at a common position before meeting with the EU in the EEA 
Joint Committee. It is made up of representatives of Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein and 
observers from Switzerland and the EFTA Surveillance Authority. The Committee has a 
number of sub-committees and working groups. 
 
Two other important bodies exist under the EEA pillar. The EFTA Surveillance Authority, 
based in Brussels, ensures that all member states fulfil their obligations under the Agreement. 
In addition to general surveillance of compliance, the Surveillance Authority has powers in 
relation to competition, state aid and public procurement, reflecting the extended 
competencies of the European Commission in these fields within the Community.  
 
The EFTA Court, based in Luxembourg, corresponds to the Court of Justice of the European 
Communities and deals with infringement actions brought by the EFTA Surveillance 
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Authority against a member state with regard to the implementation, application or 
interpretation of an EEA rule, and with the settlement of disputes between two or more 
member  States. It also hears appeals concerning decisions taken by the EFTA Surveillance 
Authority and gives advisory opinions to courts in the EEA States on the interpretation of 
EEA rules. 
 
 
Assessment 
 
The EEA is the most advanced arrangement that the EU has with any group of countries and 
reflects both their proximity to and long-standing ties with the EU and also the high levels of 
their political and economic development. Globally, the EEA machinery runs smoothly after 
ten years of operation. The updating of the Agreement through the incorporation of new 
relevant Community legislation has become a day-to-day business and some 4,000 legal acts 
are applicable across the EEA. 
 
The basic deal of the EEA is that the three states have access to the EU’s Internal Market, pay 
substantial amounts for the privilege and yet have no real say in the legislation that they must 
accept in this area. It is true that EEA States can request consultations on matters of concern 
and they can also negotiate adaptations to Community legislation when this is called for by 
special circumstances and agreed on by both sides. But the reality is that the prevailing EU 
attitude is ‘take it or leave it’. Compromises painfully negotiated among 25 EU member 
states are not going to be unravelled at the EEA stage. 
 
The EEA States of course do have the opportunity to influence the shaping of EEA-relevant 
legislation, i.e., proposals at the preparatory or pre-pipeline stage by the EU. This opportunity 
is enshrined in the EEA Agreement as a right for representatives of the EEA States to 
participate in experts groups of the European Commission, and to submit EEA comments on 
upcoming legislation. While the EEA States use these opportunities to shape legislation 
actively, they have little influence on the final decision on the legislation on the EU side. 
They can neither sit nor vote in the European Parliament or the European Council of 
Ministers (co-legislators on the EU side for most EEA-relevant legislation) and hence have to 
incorporate into the EEA Agreement what has ultimately been decided, if not necessarily 
shaped, by others. 
 
 
The European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) 
 
The ENP began as the Wider Europe concept when in 2003 some member states proposed the 
EU should take action to mitigate the possible negative consequences of the forthcoming 
enlargement on Ukraine, Moldova and Belarus. A number of southern member states argued 
that the concept should be extended to the southern neighbours and hence Morocco, Tunisia, 
Jordan, Israel and the Palestine Territory were included as target states. The Commission 
issued a White Paper in May 2003 that contained rather meagre proposals to enhance 
relations with this first group of countries. The Caucasian countries lobbied hard to be 
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included in the new concept and in a second White Paper of May 2004 Armenia, Georgia and 
Azerbaijan were included as well as the remaining Arab states of the Barcelona process.2

 
The May 2004 White Paper announced proposals for bilateral Action Plans that would give 
pride of place to the Copenhagen criteria, and notably democracy and human rights.  This was 
followed by proposals in the dying days of the Prodi Commission for a new European 
neighbourhood and partnership instrument that would finance cross-border projects between 
member states and neighbours. 
 
The first Action Plans (for Ukraine and Moldova) were published in November 2004 and 
provided a familiar catalogue of actions that the neighbours were expected to take to meet the 
Copenhagen Criteria. But there was no mention of the prospect of EU accession even in the 
longer term, something Ukraine in particular was seeking. The Action Plans talked of 
“working towards an increasingly close relationship” and “gradual integration into European 
economic and social structures”. In the aftermath of the ‘Orange revolution’ in Ukraine, and 
under pressure from the European Parliament, the EU made a modest improvement in the 
terms of the Action Plan for Ukraine but still refused to offer the wording of eventual 
accession. 
 
The reasons for the EU’s reticence were a mix of enlargement fatigue and concern that 
political developments were moving too fast for European citizens. The priority for most 
national leaders was to ensure ratification of the EU’s constitution and not be sidetracked 
with talk of further accessions, whether Turkey or Ukraine or anyone else. 
 
 
Partnership and Cooperation Agreements  
 
The EU has a general preference for dealing with groups of countries, either as a region or 
sub-region within a multilateral framework. This holds for the EEA states as well as 
groupings such as ASEAN, MERCOSUR and the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). But it 
also recognises the individual needs of each country and hence maintains a vast network of 
bilateral relations, the typical format being an Association Agreement. Such agreements are a 
staple part of the Euromed arrangements (Barcelona Process).  
 
The eastern neighbours of the Union all have contractual relations based on the Partnership 
and Cooperation Agreements (PCA) negotiated in the late 1990s. The PCAs are a diluted 
form of association agreement and provide for cooperation in a number of mainly political, 
economic and trade fields. There are similar institutional structures, including ministerial 
councils and various layers of official bodies. The main complaint on the EU side is that the 
eastern neighbours have been unable for various reasons to fulfil their side of the agreement. 
This has been due partly to political inertia, partly to lack of knowledge about EU procedures 
and partly to insufficient administrative capacity, especially on the judicial side. The main 
complaint on the eastern side is too much EU bureaucracy, insufficient understanding for 
their difficult post-communist situation and the EU’s unwillingness to view them as future 
members. 

                                                 
2 All Commission documents concerning the Enp may be found on the DG Relex website 
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The EU’s attitude towards the states with a PCA depends very much on their internal political 
and economic development. The PCA with Belarus, for example, is frozen, while the EU has 
been keen to move forward with Georgia and Ukraine after their peaceful revolutions. Overall 
the eastern neighbours have under-estimated the potential of the PCAs. The agreements are 
capable of being stretched in various directions but rarely has an eastern neighbour called for 
a policy dialogue with the EU that would test these limits. Now of course there is recognition 
on both sides that there needs to be a more thorough dialogue on sensitive issues such as 
justice and home affairs, migration, organised crime, border controls, visa policy. 
 
 
Could the EEA serve as a Model for the Eastern neighbours? 
 
As outlined above, the EEA is the most advanced arrangement that the EU has developed 
with its closest neighbours and reflects their lengthy relations with the EU and their level of 
political, economic and social development. It is fanciful to think that this arrangement – 
some form of EEA Plus – could be applied to neighbours who do not share the above 
characteristics. All of the six states covered here (Ukraine, Moldova,  Belarus, Georgia, 
Armenia and Azerbaijan) are far from being able to accept the acquis communautaire as do 
the member states of the EEA (Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein). None would be in a 
position of being net contributors. There is another important political difference. The EEA 
was designed for states that did not wish to embrace the EU and the inevitable sharing of 
sovereignty. Ukraine and other eastern neighbours have made it quite clear that their medium-
long term goal is EU membership. The EEA option, therefore, is not a serious starter for 
several reasons, not least being the totally different circumstances of say Norway, with a per 
capita income of €22,750 compared to Ukraine, with a per capita income of  €4,725. 
 
 
Could the European Conference Play a Role? 
 
The European Conference has never been taken seriously since its inception in 1998. 
Designed to give the candidate countries and others a sense of belonging, ministers and 
officials attending the bi-annual meetings (usually for less than three hours) soon found the 
conference was little more than a talking shop and were reluctant to waste their time going to 
meetings. With 30 plus states participating it was impossible to have a genuine debate on any 
policy area. The candidate countries, and others such as Switzerland, Turkey and the 
Caucasian states, also gained little from the exercise. At present it is dormant but it could be 
revived as a pan-European forum, perhaps in cooperation with the Council of Europe, to 
provide at least one all-inclusive venue. But there would be significant political resistance to 
overcome from many member states. 
 
 
What other options? 
 
The problem for the eastern neighbours is their lack of homogeneity. Constructing a 
multilateral framework for this disparate grouping, with some democratic, others not, some in 
control of their territory, others not, etc. would be nigh impossible. 

 



 11

The best option for the eastern neighbours (and other neighbours) wishing to accede to the 
EU is to embrace the ENP and set about fulfilling the criteria for membership in a steady 
manner. While the EU can and should play a role the main efforts have to come from the 
country itself. There are no magical solutions. Looking back at the ten countries that acceded 
to the EU in 2004 some decided on a ‘Big Bang’ approach early after the collapse of 
communism while others preferred a more gradual path. 
 
There is certainly no need for the EU gratuitously to dismiss the aspirations for membership 
of the eastern neighbours. Unlike the southern neighbours, separated by the Mediterranean 
Sea and thus ineligible for membership on geographic grounds, the eastern neighbours do 
have a right to seek EU accession.  The remark of President Prodi “everything but 
institutions” was thus most unfortunate. Equally the tendency of some EU leaders to make 
unrealistic promises about membership or the timetable for accession (eg Chancellor Kohl 
with regard to Poland) is highly damaging. 
 
Given the disparity between the eastern neighbours there can be no ‘one size fits all’ 
approach. The ENP Action Plans must be given an opportunity to succeed. They enshrine the 
concept of joint ownership and are individually tailored to meet specific circumstances. The 
ENP is about a gradual process of socialisation and conditionality. Each side has the 
opportunity to get to know the other better. The EU has stated its readiness to open the doors 
to neighbours that have made the necessary reforms to participate in a number of policy areas, 
mainly connected to the Internal Market. The neighbours have a clear menu to work on. 
There are certainly ways to improve the Action Plans and to increase the finance currently on 
offer. This should be a priority for the European Parliament in the debate on the Financial 
Perspectives. 
 
But ideas for improvement should be realistic and based on the capacities of both sides. 
Senior EU officials are overwhelmed with meetings with third countries. There have been 
some attempts to reduce the number and frequency of political dialogue meetings by working 
on a rolling presidency formula. But there are too many meetings that bring little or no 
results. At the same time the EU may be demandeur in some policy areas vis-à-vis its eastern 
neighbours. The JHA spectrum of issues is one area where the EU has a clear interest in 
ensuring close cooperation. 
 
As regards institutions, there should be a flexible and imaginative approach based on the 
EU’s needs and the ability of each neighbour to play a constructive role. The eastern 
neighbours could be included, at least as observers, in bodies such as the European 
Environment Agency and various standards bodies. There could be some observer status in 
the Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions; and conceivably in 
the European Parliament.  
 
The existing dialogue on foreign and security policy could be strengthened via the framework 
of the Political and Security Committee (PSC). Some neighbours already participate in ESDP 
operations. Others would not be welcome under their current regimes. 
 
Perhaps the area of greatest sensitivity, justice and home affairs, is the area where a 
multilateral approach might add to bilateral consultations. There might be merit in 
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establishing a forum where a smaller EU grouping than the 25 member states could meet with 
the eastern neighbours to work through a concrete agenda dealing with visas, border controls, 
customs, re-entry procedures, illegal migration, cross-border crime, drugs, trafficking, 
terrorism, etc. This would not be easy to establish given the nature of some of the 
governments and the sensitivity of the issues. But in view of the importance of the issues it 
would merit serious consideration.  
 
There could also be a mentoring system whereby one or more member states take 
responsibility for assisting a neighbour with reforms. To some extent this is already practice 
with Poland and Ukraine and with the Baltic and Caucasian states. Yet these laudable efforts 
are undermined by lack of finance and official EU support. 
 
 
Conclusion    
 
The EU has consistently demonstrated its flexibility as regards institutional arrangements for 
particular policy areas. For example, of the ‘old’ member states, the UK, Denmark and 
Sweden do not participate in the eurozone; the UK is not a full member of Schengen (while 
Norway is); Denmark has various opt outs in the defence field. 
 
A similar flexibility is required in dealing with the eastern neighbours. The EEA plus option 
is not a serious option. Any institutional relationship between the EU and its eastern 
neighbours must have a solid base, reflecting the political, economic and social situation of 
each country, as well as some minimum regard for shared values. The ENP approach 
involving the Action Plans is a realistic model, albeit one that could be improved in a number 
of ways, and should be given time to work. At the same time the EU and eastern neighbours 
should seek to maximise the potential of existing PCAs as they will remain the basic 
contractual relationship for the next few years. In addition the EU and its eastern neighbours 
should explore various formula for partial inclusion in some EU bodies and the establishment 
of a new forum for justice and home affairs. 
 
The time, however, is not ripe for any radical new changes. Once the EU Constitution is 
ratified and there is a period of experience with the new institutional changes (Foreign 
Minister, Chairman of the European Council, etc.) and once there is an opportunity to assess 
the Action Plans under the ENP that will be the occasion for further consideration of a new 
institutional relationship covering the Wider Europe 
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